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The aim of the study was to establish the prevalence of urinary symptoms and felt need in adults. This paper discusses problems with setting thresholds to distinguish cases from non-cases in this field of research. Few studies have provided detailed age- and sex-specific prevalence estimates for felt need in relation to urinary symptoms. A cross-sectional postal survey was carried out of 15,904 community-dwelling adults aged 40 years or more registered with general practitioners in Leicestershire. Subjects were selected randomly by household from the Leicestershire Health Authority Register. The postal questionnaire consisted of questions on general health, urinary and bowel symptoms, quality of life, service use and demographic characteristics. Thirty-four per cent of the sample reported clinically significant symptoms. The prevalence and severity of symptoms increased with age. However, only 2 per cent of the sample reported symptoms that were clinically significant, bothersome and socially disabling. Urinary symptoms are very common in adults over 40 years of age living in the community. However, symptom-based estimates probably overestimate the level of need for health care in the community. It may be more effective and efficient to target services, in the first instance, on those people who report clinically significant symptoms that are bothersome or socially disabling. A consensus on thresholds and definitions of urinary symptoms is required to standardize clinical and research work and to target services more appropriately.